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BOOK REVIEW
Sorrow and joy among Muslim women: the Pukhtuns of Northern Pakistan, by
Amineh Ahmed, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2006, 199 pp., £22.99
(hardback), ISBN 978-0-86169
This engaging ethnographic study is immediately useful in methodological terms for
readers in the field of social anthropology. Yet its utility also extends to a potentially wider
audience, such as this reviewer, from a cultural studies background, interested in the
problematic representation of the supposed irreconcilability of ‘Islamic culture’ with
‘modernity’. The book focuses upon the embodiment as opposed to the textuality of this
discursive interplay. Thus the particular frame within which Amineh Ahmed approaches
this wider subject is an examination of the set of reciprocal social practices centring on
death, illness, marriage and birth (gham-khadi or sorrow and joy) amongst networks of
wealthy, elite women or bibiane (l), of Pakistan’s Pukhtun ethno-linguistic group in
‘traditional’ rural, ‘modern’ urban and, indeed, international contexts.
In her introduction, Ahmed emphasises the importance of foregrounding the multiple,
culturally determined specificities of groups who happen to be Muslim as a vital corrective
to a ‘post-911’ discourse positing a monolithic Islam. Within this wider frame, her
contribution is to offer insights into the social agency of women amongst Pukhtuns, the
ethnic group most commonly associated with the Taliban of neighbouring Afghanistan,
‘known traditionally for their stringent observance of the veil and segregation’ (2). As an
insider, in terms of both her Pukhtun ethnic and bibi class identities, Ahmed claims
an unprecedented ease of access to the women she studies. The bulk of the author’s data
is drawn from interviews and conversations with informants, yet Ahmed
explicitly acknowledges that her active participation as a subject in gham-khadi is also
productive of data.
In Chapter 1, Ahmed posits ‘doing’ gham-khadi as the ‘work of existence or life’ that
maintains the ideal of being Pukhtun (Pukhtunwali), which is not simply a matter of ethno-
linguistic differentiation from other groups in Pakistan, but one that requires adherence to
normative codes of social practice. The author notes that previous studies have focused
almost entirely on men’s role in the maintenance of Pukhtunwali, with a paucity of
attention paid to the associated agency of women evidenced in their central role in the
organisation of and attendance at weddings and funerals. Every married woman, Ahmed
notes, is responsible for the management of her own network of reciprocal obligations to
visit and be visited, performing associated acts of ceremonial hospitality, gift giving and
‘representations’ of grief or joy. This responsibility is considerable since to fail to fulfil
one’s gham-khadi obligations can result in the severing of inter-familial ties so intrinsic to
Pukhtunwali.
Whilst Ahmed’s focus is on extended kinship relations amongst elite, relatively
wealthy women, she makes clear from the outset that gham-khadi is practised by Pukhtun
women from all social strata. Participatory and gift-giving forms, dependant on individual
and familial economic means, are typified by Ahmed as a form of cross-class
redistribution. Finally, it is noted that the migration of families to other parts of Pakistan,
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principally Islamabad, and further afield to the UK and USA, as well the retention of
ancestral homes in the Northwest Frontier itself, entails considerable time and money
expended on the maintenance, or work, of gham-khadi relations. The author notes that,
amongst those families with the necessary economic means, this interplay between village,
urban Pakistani setting and international context is increasingly common, necessitating the
development of specifically ‘modern’ forms of gham-khadi relations.
In Chapter 2, Ahmed shows how the work of gham-khadi begins within the home
amongst kin (both direct and through marriage) as well as domestic helpers. This is
extended to relations with other elite families and those of other social strata within the
village. The social enactment of gham-khadi relations are inscribed within the home, with
gender segregated areas for reception and hospitality and defined routes linking them.
Ahmed is at pains to stress that this is not an internal, closed-off world but one that is
intrinsically designed to facilitate particular forms of social interaction extending beyond
the home. The architecture of families’ second homes in major cities is seldom designed to
facilitate gender segregated social relations and so adjustments are made to the
observation of female propriety and styles of deportment and dress. Ahmed maintains,
however, that the move to the city does not indicate women’s ‘accession to a previously
denied agency’ (77). Rather, this is an extension of agency since the important work of
maintaining gham-khadi relations in the urban context overrides the requirement to
maintain identical forms of propriety to those observed in the village home.
In Chapter 3, Ahmed focuses specifically on gham or the ‘work of mourning’. The
agency of women in caring for the body of the deceased, regardless of gender, and
managing the provision of hospitality for the initial days of mourning is contrasted with
men’s restricted and belated access to the actual day of burial. Hosts’ tasks and visitors’
particular enactments of grief are stratified according to respective degrees of kinship with
the deceased and social position within the community. Again, Ahmed’s focus here is on
gham-khadi as a form of work carried out by both hosts and guests that produces and
sustains wider social networks. Yet certain culturally determined practices, such as the
duration of mourning and the amounts of food and gifts provided, are often criticised by
some Bibiane as excessive and inconsistent with Koranic teachings. Ahmed notes that this
ability to intervene on the grounds of religious propriety is a further indication of women’s
agency because of their already pivotal role in the management of mourning. It is also
noted that this caveat offers younger, religiously schooled women, the opportunity to
supersede the position of older women within familial hierarchies.
Ahmed turns to the celebration of weddings, khadi, in Chapter 4. Again, celebratory
forms such as dancing, gift giving and the responsibility for the distribution of food to
poorer people outside the home is dependent upon one’s familial relationship with bride
and groom. This allocation and enactment of responsibilities at weddings constitutes the
performance of degrees of kinship and wider extra-familial relations as, for example,
related Bibiane will dance for the married couple, whilst village women will watch. Both,
according to Ahmed, constitute the work of ‘making’ a wedding and hence producing and
sustaining important social networks.
In Chapter 5, Ahmed revisits the uncertainties felt by many Bibiane over the
intersection of traditional gham-khadi practices with wider notions of both Islamic and
‘Western’ modernity. From the former, demands to modify certain practices may be
justified with appeals to Koranic injunctions and Hadith (sayings and traditions of the
Prophet Muhammad). The latter may be drawn from dilemmas over the need for urban,
educated Bibiane to reconcile childcare, professional employment and non-Pukhtun social
connections with existing gham-khadi obligations. Once again, Ahmed is at pains to offer
a corrective to any notion that this constitutes a zero-sum game of resistance to onerous
traditional obligations. She points out that many Bibiane are well aware of those aspects of
gham-khadi obligations that are no longer sustainable. Yet readers are invited to
understand that most elite Pukhtuns do wish to maintain gham-khadi by enacting
incremental changes consistent with both religious and secular aspects of modern living.
The work of gham-khadi, Ahmed concludes, is increasingly being adapted to take
account of the professional and social lives of Pukhtuns and, indeed, their increasingly
global geographic dispersal. Gham-khadi is certainly contested, and indeed rejected, by
some elite Pukhtuns but is nonetheless still valued as a means to sustain and produce an
intrinsic Pukhtun identity by many others who wish to observe it in modified forms.
This book yields important insights at both empirical and abstract levels. The initial
virtue is in the explicitly declared specificities of its focus in gender, class and ethnicity.
As the author intended, its wider abstract value is as a corrective to endemic notions in
Western discourse of the monolithic, undifferentiated nature of cultural life, religious
practice and women’s status in the so-called Islamic world. Ahmed is to be congratulated
for showing that a dynamic, complex relationship exists amongst these three spheres. This
book is not an apologia for, or denial of, the existence of patriarchal systems within
Islamic cultures, but rather an invitation to recognise that women within specific
communities may enjoy agency based on their deployment of available cultural, economic
and religious resources on their own terms.
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